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ADDRESSING THE CAUSES
BEHIND THE CHICAGO
SEX TRADE
by ANDREA CALLOW

S

ex work has often been called a victimless crime.1 If a woman, man or
transgendered individual chooses to sell his or her body for money to another consenting adult, then where, many ask, is the problem?2 But in Chicago, academics, housing advocates and former sex workers, among others,
have joined a movement to reveal prostitution as exploitation and human
trafficking.
Chicago has seen a shift away from the criminalization of women who sell sex
and a renewed focus on intervention and rehabilitation.3 In particular, state
and federal laws against human trafficking are being used as legal tools to pros-
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ecute those who exploit women and girls and offer supportive services to the
victims of the sex trade.4
THE EARLY DAYS

OF

PROSTITUTION

IN

CHICAGO

Outdoor prostitution was tolerated in Chicago for years, according to Jody
Raphael, Senior Research Fellow at DePaul University College of Law.5 However, as areas in Bucktown and Wicker Park started to gentrify in the early 21st
century, residents began complaining.6 Homeowners initiated aggressive campaigns to rid their increasingly pricey neighborhoods of the sex trade.7
In response to resident complaints, Chicago police started cracking down on
the women selling sex.8 Law enforcement employed the model used for the
drug trade, sweeping up as many prostitutes as possible and upgrading their
solicitation misdemeanors to felonies.9 Girls and women were arrested, convicted, and sentenced to a year in Dwight Correctional Facility, though most
only served 61 days.10
Felony records negatively impacted the women’s prospects for employment,
public housing, and other public benefits and professional opportunities.11
The felony records paradoxically made it even more difficult for women to exit
the sex trade and cease criminal behavior.12
Historically, women selling sex in Chicago have borne the brunt of the criminal justice system’s response to prostitution. A misdemeanor charge typically
given to prostitutes may be upgraded to a felony, whereas a misdemeanor
charge in Illinois typically given to customers cannot.13 In Chicago, two-thirds
of the approximately 4,000 annual prostitution-related arrests are of women
prostituting, less than one-third are of men buying sex and less than one percent are of pimps.14 Community activists took note of this phenomenon, and
in reports and advocacy campaigns attempted to bring attention to the plight
of sex workers.
A SHIFT

IN

APPROACH: THE INTERSYSTEM ASSESSMENT

As ire mounted in communities burdened by outdoor prostitution and more
women were arrested and imprisoned, a movement spearheaded by housing
advocates sought to identify and address the needs of these women.15 In 2002,
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a report on the increasing rate of incarceration of women was conducted by the
Chicago Coalition for the Homeless.16 This report documented that 41 percent of the women interviewed in Cook County Jail had prostituted at least
once and that 34 percent were regularly involved in the sex trade.17
The report highlighted the victimization of women involved in prostitution.
According to one interviewee, “[I got into prostitution] because I was molested, homeless, needed things that I needed to survive, and was too young to
work and did not know any other way.”18
In a 2003 New York Times article, Chicago was identified as a national hub
for human trafficking.19 Chicago is an attractive location for traffickers. Access
to airports and major interstates offers strategic entry points for traffickers and
their victims and the city’s status as a tourist destination ensures that demand
stays high.20 In response to growing pressure from advocates, Mayor Richard
Daley commissioned an Intersystem Assessment (ISA) Work Group in 2003.
The ISA Work Group sought to document Chicago’s response to the sex trade
and improve how law enforcement and other first responders interacted with
sex workers.21 The ISA issued a comprehensive 110-page report, documenting
failures in the current legal response to the sex trade industry and issuing several broad recommendations.22 These included the development of specialized
service options and resources for prostituted women, men, and transgendered
individuals, and an increased focus by law enforcement on the demand side of
the sex trade industry.23 The “demand side” as identified by the report refers
to those responsible for perpetuating the sex trade industry and includes customers, pimps/arrangers, and sex traffickers.24
HUMAN TRAFFICKING LAWS

AS

LEGAL TOOLS

New legal strategies are being employed to prosecute those who coerce girls
and women into selling sex––namely traffickers and pimps. The Trafficking
Persons and Involuntary Servitude Act of Illinois, passed in 2005, is one of the
country’s strictest state anti-trafficking laws.25 Additionally, the Federal Trafficking Victims Protection Act of 2000 provides protection and assistance for
victims of trafficking by offering federally-funded social service programs such
as education, health care, job training, and housing.26
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Recently, the Cook County State’s Attorney Office secured the first jury verdict against a pimp under the new Illinois human trafficking law.27 Troy Bonaparte, 46, was charged last August following a joint investigation by the States
Attorney’s Human Trafficking Initiative Unit and the Cook County Sheriff’s
Police Vice officers.28
The unique supportive services afforded through federal human trafficking
laws have likewise become a crucial component of the response strategy to the
victimization of prostituted women.29 Fifty percent of the girls and women
involved in the sex trade in Chicago were coerced into participating.30 According to Professor Raphael, without appropriate supportive services like those
offered by the state and federal laws against human trafficking, these women
would find it very difficult to safely exit the sex trade.31
“WE

TAKE ALL COMERS”

In its 2003 report, the ISA identified the need for specialized supportive services for individuals involved in the sex trade. One such program that offers a
comprehensive range of medical and psycho-social services in Chicago is the
Footprints program, an initiative of the Christian Community Health Center.
As Program Director Tricia Ford put it, Footprints “takes all comers.”32 Services are available for women trying to transition out of the trade, as well as for
women who choose to continue to sell sex.33 Footprints also identifies women
who are at risk for entering the trade and provide early intervention services.34
The clients and staff of Footprints have seen a shift in the way the criminal
justice system interacts with women who sell sex.35 According to Ford, law
enforcement is seeking to do more intervention activities to address some of
the underlying factors that contribute to a woman entering prostitution, rather
than merely cracking down on them with felony upgrades for solicitations
charges.36
CONCLUSION

Over the course of the past several years, Chicago has seen a shift in the way
law enforcement, the criminal justice system, and social service providers respond to individuals in the sex trade. As Ford noted, referring to women who
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sell sex, “[I]t’s a complex population, with complex needs.”37 In recognition of
this complexity, first responders in Chicago have attempted to crack down on
pimps and traffickers while simultaneously providing supportive services for
women seeking to exit the sex trade. Only time will tell whether this new
strategy will positively impact the quality of life for the victims of the sex trade
in Chicago.
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